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Diabetes
Diabetes is a disease that affects the 
body’s ability to control blood sugar 
(blood glucose). The effects of diabetes 
can include blindness, kidney disease, 
heart disease, stroke and nerve damage. 
To understand diabetes, you first need to 
understand normal blood sugar.
Normal Blood Sugar
People eat food for its taste, nutrients 
and the energy it gives us. Normally, the 
energy from food is absorbed into the 
blood stream in the form of sugar (glu-
cose). Blood carries the sugar to all the 
body’s cells. Cells use some of the sugar 
for energy, but most of it is stored for later 
energy use.
Sugar can’t get into the cells without 
help from a hormone called insulin. Think 
of insulin as a key. It opens the cell doors 
to let in sugar. The pancreas makes insulin.
Blood sugar (blood glucose) is measured 
in terms of milligrams (mg) of sugar per 
deciliter (dl) of blood. If blood sugar drops 
down to 60 mg/dl or lower, sugar is re-
leased from the body’s cells for energy. If 
blood sugar climbs to 110 mg/dl, the pan-
creas releases insulin to move the sugar 
into cells for storage.
What is Diabetes?
When a person has diabetes, sugar can’t 
get into their body’s cells. As a result, the 
sugar level builds up in the blood. When 
the level gets high:
Blood sugar appears in the urine.•	
Water is pulled out of the body’s cells and •	
large amounts of urine are produced.
The cells get hungry because they •	
aren’t getting enough sugar. The body 
responds by breaking down fat and 
muscle for energy.
Kinds of Diabetes
There are two forms of diabetes.
Type I is referred to as “Insulin Dependent 
Diabetes.” A person with this type of dia-
betes is not making insulin and must inject 
insulin. The people most often diagnosed 
with Type I are children and young adults.
Diabetes
Early Symptoms 
Excessive thirst•	
Excessive hunger•	
Excessive urination•	
Unexplained, rapid  •	
weight loss
Written by: Kathy Daly-Koziel EFNEP Coordinator
Revised by: Jackie Walters, MBA, RD, LD Extension Specialist for Nutrition Education Programs
Educational programs of Kentucky Cooperative Extension serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability, or national origin. Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Acts of 
May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, M. Scott Smith, Director of Cooperative Extension Service, University of Kentucky College of Agriculture, Lexington, and Ken-
tucky State University, Frankfort. Copyright © 2008 for materials developed by University of Kentucky Cooperative Extension. This publication may be reproduced in portions or its entirety for educational or 
nonprofit purposes only. Permitted users shall give credit to the author(s) and include this copyright notice. Publications are also available on the World Wide Web at www.ca.uky.edu.
Issued 11-2008
Type II is also called “Non-Insulin Depen-
dent Diabetes.” A person with this type of 
diabetes is either not producing enough 
insulin or has trouble using the insulin his 
or her body makes. This person is often 
overweight. The people most often diag-
nosed with Type II are adults over age 40. 
However, the number of children with Type 
II diabetes is rising.
Treatment
There are three parts to diabetes care: 
diet, physical activity and medication. All 
persons with diabetes should work with 
their doctors and a registered dietitian 
(R.D.) to design a personalized care plan.
Type I diabetics must balance diet, physi-
cal activity and insulin.
Type II diabetics must balance diet, physi-
cal activity and any medication such as an 
oral agent or insulin if the doctor has or-
dered it. For the Type II person, weight loss 
of as little as 10 pounds can often improve 
blood sugar control without medication.
Ignoring diet, physical activity or medi-
cation is like playing with fire. The person 
who does this will get “burned” sooner or 
later from the side effects of poorly con-
trolled blood sugar.
Diet
Following the United States Department 
of Agriculture’s Dietary Guidelines is a good 
rule for all persons, including diabetics. It 
helps people meet their nutritional needs 
and be aware of less nutritious foods that 
are high in fats and sugar. Of course, the 
number of servings needed depends on 
one’s height, weight and activity level.
Eat meals and snacks at regular times.•	
Try to eat the same amount of food •	
each day.
Be sure to include plenty of high-fiber •	
foods such as whole fruits and vegeta-
bles and whole grains.
Limit your fat and cholesterol intake.•	
